Current trends in biomass power in California
Existing public information on solid-fuel biomass power plants in California is often outdated or dif cult to access. Figure 1 , a map developed by the Woody Biomass Utilization Group at UC Berkeley, shows the current status of the state's biomass-to-electricity industry. We attempted to identify all existing biomass power plants, whether currently operational or not. (Online map links to contacts.)
Of the existing 40 solid-fuel biomass power plants, 23 are currently operational, eight are idle, six are nonoperational and three are the subject of restart projects. There is one new proposed solid-fuel plant at a sawmill in Anderson. Many of the existing plants have suffered in recent years: They are locked into 30-year contracts with IOUs that pay them low prices for electricity produced, resulting in facilities shutting down for periods of time when they cannot afford to run. This has signi cant implications for the communities where these facilities are based, as they are often a major employer and contributor to the tax base.
In recent years, a number of attempts have been made to restart nonoperational facilities, which is signi cantly less expensive than building a new facility; in some cases this may be the only way to add biomass capacity since the old plant retains its original permits, and regulations make it dif cult to get new permits. Another major trend has been in co-re/conversion projects. Co-ring or conversion is direct substitution for fossil fuels and, similar to restarts, often makes nancial sense. Developers restarting facilities, working on co-re/conversion or building new projects have been able to negotiate new RPS contracts with the IOUs and receive higher prices for electricity than existing facilities, creating in effect a dual market. Despite the low electricity prices received, during the past year at least six of the existing power plants have been sold to investors. This trend may be driven by speculation that the IOUs will pay more for electricity as the 2020 RPS deadline approaches.
Three pilot projects are demonstrating gasi cation as a way to produce electricity from biomass at a smaller distributed scale (40 to 200 kilowatts [kW] ) in addition to a small commercial unit (500 kW). All the small projects have faced signi cant challenges -both bureaucratic and nancial -in connecting to the electricity grid. This is in contrast to the streamlined interconnection procedures available for small solar projects.
A clean alternative
Biomass power plants not only generate renewable baseload power, they offer a clean and cost-effective disposal option for biomass residuals from the agricultural, urban and forestry sectors while sustaining rural jobs and communities. For example, the U.S. Forest Service relies on the industry to take biomass material from National Forest System ecosystem restoration projects in California, helping to offset the cost to taxpayers. If the industry did not exist, the Forest Service believes that fewer acres would be treated, increasing catastrophic wild re risks.
As people interested in California agriculture and forestry, we should recognize the environmental and social values of biomass-to-electricity. Regulators and policymakers could identify methods to recognize these co-bene ts in the rates that utilities pay for electricity from biomass. The current rulemaking process for the Feed-in Tariff presents an opportunity to offer a higher price that would incentivize small-scale (less than 3 megawatts) biomass-to-electricity facilities. Reauthorization of the Public Goods Charge (a fee to electricity retail consumers that funds public programs including biomass research and development and existing biomass power plants), which expired at the end of 2011, would also help. Solar, wind and other sources are all part of a balanced energy portfolio; electricity rates should re ect the range of environmental and social cobene ts that biomass-to-electricity delivers in California. 
Uncertain future for California's biomass power plants
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